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Teaching at Dragonfly 

Dance 

Underlying principles 
• Everyone is welcome to dance 

• Dance is a valid form of activity at all ages and for all bodies (if you have a body and you dance, 
you have a dancer’s body) 

• Participating in dance improves physical, cognitive and emotional wellbeing 

• Participating in dance is a means of social connection 

• Learning to dance includes learning correct technique, conditioning the body and mind, 
understanding how the body works (safely), developing rhythm and musicality, expressiveness 
and aesthetics, improving memory and concentration 

• Dance should be a positive experience 

• It is up to the individual dancer to determine their effort and time commitment 

• Dance class is a judgement free zone 

Role of the dance teacher 
At Dragonfly Dance 

• To inspire a love of dance and thirst for greater dance knowledge in our clients 

• To encourage our clients in their dance endeavours 

• To train clients to master dance technique, rhythm and musicality, expression and artistic 
quality, terminology, and imagination 

• To educate clients about the dancing body (anatomy, physiology, biomechanics) 

• To ensure safe dance practice (physical and emotional environment and practices) 

• To create a warm, friendly and supportive social environment and encourage connections 
between clients 

• To foster client loyalty and connection to the studio 

• To inspire clients to develop an appreciation of the artistic and aesthetic qualities of dance 

• To see each client as an individual and to understand their reasons for dancing, their stage of 
dance development, their personality (including their response to feedback, what they find 
encouraging) 

• To contribute to clients’ positive sense of self (confidence, self esteem), and not to detract from 
it 

Qualities of Dragonfly Dance teachers 
The qualities that we expect of our teachers are as follows:  

• willing to take on feedback, reflect on practice and continually improve 

• open to constructive feedback 

• willingness to follow MTL policies and procedures 

• consistency in attend team meetings and responding promptly to communications 
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• ability to engage well with people of all ages 

• warm welcoming personality. 

Teaching adult dancers 
Teaching adults is very different from teaching children and teenagers.  Key principles include: 
 

• keep them moving 

• don’t over explain 

• for beginners, keep things simple and repetitive so they can master it and keep moving 

• do not treat them like children 

• if they get rowdy, keep them moving 

• if there is a disruptive person, speak them individually and privately  

Syllabus and progression 
Dragonfly Dance is working to develop syllabi designed especially for adults for each of the dance 
styles we teach. 
 
The syllabi have been developed to: 

• provide consistency in the level and types of steps offered in classes of the same level and style, 
regardless of who the teacher is 

• give clients a pathway to progress and become more advanced dancers as they gain more 
experience 

• provide a framework to make it simpler for teachers to develop their term and class plans 

• provide a tool to assess and provide feedback to clients 
 

Creating a positive 

experience 
 
Although we are a dance studio, we are not just in the business of teaching people to dance.  We are 
in the business of making a positive contribution to people’s lives. This includes creating a positive 
experience when they come to dance with us. 
 
So many adults have had negative experiences in the dance world.  They may have been told as a 
young child that they had the wrong body type or lacked natural abilities, and told it wasn’t worth 
them taking classes.  As a teenager or adult, they may have been in competitive environments that 
focused primarily on achieving excellence, and as a result may have experienced harsh criticism, 
shaming, or discouragement of some kind. 
 
At Dragonfly Dance, we aim to take a different approach. Yes, we want our dancers to become the 
best they can be.  But we do so in a culture of acceptance and kindness. 
 
We want to  

• Offer a positive experience 



Unit 2: Dragonfly Dance approach  Creating a positive experience 

 

Copyright 2025. Dragonfly Dance. All rights reserved. 7 

• Build positive relationships 

• Encourage positive mindset 

• Encourage body positivity 

Offering a positive experience and 

building positive relationships 
 
Back in 1936, a book was published that went on to become one of the most influential books of the 
20th century for self help and business.  It was Dale Carnegie’s ‘How to win friends and influence 
people’.  You can buy the most recent edition on Kindle for just 66 cents via www.amazon.com.au. 
 
While there is plenty of criticism for the book, and it is nearly a century since the book was 
published, it has some timeless principles for building relationships with people. 
 
At Dragonfly Dance, we believe that we are not just here to teach people to dance, but to make a 
positive impact on their life.  On their physical health, yes.  Their cognitive health, yes.  Their 
emotional wellbeing, yes. Their sense of connection, yes.  It is when it comes to the last two points 
that Carnegie’s seminal book is most relevant. 
 
Below are some strategies from Carnegie’s book that can help you offer a positive experience to 
your students, and build positive relationships with them: 
 

• Help people feel important and appreciated 

• Smile 

• Use their name 

• Be aware of their personal motivation 

• Listen 

• Talk in terms of the other persons’ interests 

• Giving feedback in a positive way 
 
You can read more about each of the above points below. 

Help people to feel important and 

appreciated 
One of our deepest needs as human beings is to feel important and appreciated.  When this need is 
met, it can help change a person’s perception of themselves, improve their motivation, and 
contribute to their success. 
 
You can help someone feel important by making sure you notice and acknowledge them. Look at 
them as a person, not just another face in class.  Aim to discover something in each of your students 
that you appreciate, so you can be authentic, rather than superficial, in your efforts to make them 
feel important. 

http://www.amazon.com.au/
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Smile 
Actions speak louder than words, and a smile says ‘I like you, you make me happy. I am glad to see 
you. 
 
Make your smile sincere.  A real smile comes from within.  If you are having fun teaching, if you 
enjoy your job, it will come across with a genuine smile. You need to have a good time teaching if 
you want people to have a good time in your class 
 
You can practice by smiling at people you meet or walk past in the street, smile at yourself in the 
mirror, smile when you interact with your family or housemates.  At first, you may feel discouraged 
if people don’t smile back (lots of people are so absorbed in themselves they don’t even notice 
you’ve smiled at them), but after a while, you’ll start to notice people smiling back.  And your smiles 
will become more genuine as you’ll begin to feel happier. 
 
What ifs you don’t feel like smiling?  Smile anyway, or hum a happy tune. Act as if you are already 
happy, and it tends to make you happy.  We tend to think that feelings direct our actions, but the 
truth is that often our actions (or thoughts) are what drives our feelings. 
Your smile is a messenger of good will, and brightens the lives of those who see it. 

Use their name 
 
Carnegie says that “a person’s name is to that person the sweetest and most important sound in any 
language”.  Forgetting or mispronouncing someone’s name can make them feel as if you are distant 
and disinterested in them. 
 
Many people say they find it difficult to remember names, but this is not an excuse.  You need to put 
some effort into remembering names.   
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Tips to help you remember the name of a new student 

1. Stop telling yourself that you are bad at remembering people’s names 

• Saying you can’t do something sets your mind to not do that thing and creates a self-fulfilling prophecy 

2. Focus on the person when you first meet them 

• Make sure that you focus your full attention of the person when they are introducing themselves (it can 
be easy to be distracted by the need to get class started, other people in the room, other things you are 
thinking about) 

• Practice doing this regularly to make it become a habit 

3. Say their name back to them 

• When someone first tells you their name, pause, look them in the eyes and smile, and say something 
like ‘<insert name here>, it’s great to meet you’.   

• You can also ask them a question like ‘what made you decide to join a dance class <insert name here>.   

• Be careful not to overdo it thought.  When someone says your name to you too many times, it can come 
across as disingenuous.   

• If the person has an unusual name, feel free to ask about pronunciation right away.   

4. Make associations in your head 

Look for something about them that may be memorable that you can link to their name 

• Find a connection between their name and something you already know. It could be that they have the 
same name as a famous person, a friend or family member, or even your middle name.  Thinking of a 
connection between the name and something you already know will help the name stick in your mind. 

• Pick out a facial feature that may be easy to remember.  Connecting a name to a visual trait helps 
anchor the name in your memory. 

• Connect the new name or face with a visual image.  If one part of a person’s name sounds like another 
word, it can be a trigger for your memory. I remember two clients who first introduced themselves by 
telling me what their name rhymed with (Elena, like container, and Shana, like Hannah), and I never had 
trouble remembering their names and the pronunciation.  Or their name may remind you of an action or 
object. Often, our ability to recall images is stronger than our ability to recall words or names. 

• Break down complicated names with mnemonic devices 

• Don’t tell the person what is going on in your head, as it may make them feel awkward 

5. Say their name slowly and intentionally one more time before parting ways 

• At the end of their first class, make sure you touch base with them, and say something like ‘How did you 
go, <insert name here>’.   

6. If you forget, own up to it and ask 

• Asking again if you’ve forgotten shows that you are interested in them enough to get it right 

• The consequence of not asking in the moment is worse than the slight discomfort of asking them to 
repeat their name 

• One way to address forgetting their name is to ask their name again, apologise, while pointing out 
something else you were talking about. This shows you were paying attention to them and the 
conversation, but you just forgot a detail.  For example ‘I’m sorry, I was so interested in <insert topic> 
that I spaced out.  Can you please tell me your name again?’ 
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Tips to remember names in a new class 
When you start a new class, it means you have a whole class of names to remember, so here are 
some extra tips for remembering names in a group.  The tips above still apply. 

1. Make an effort to remember names in the first class 

• Start your first class with people in a circle, and ask them to say their name, and perhaps 
something about why they decided to come to a dance class. This may help you find some 
details to remember each individual.   

• After you have gone around the circle, do it again, this time with you saying their names.   

• If you forget a name, ask for a clue, and if you still can’t remember it, ask them to remind 
you. 

• You may then go around the circle again so that you have a second chance of remembering 
names.   

• Sometimes, particularly with large groups, it’s worth doing this at the start of class for the 
second, (or even third) week 

• This also helps group members remember each others’ names. 

2. Use the attendance list in the online booking system.   

• It acts as a prompt when you look at it and check people off.  It also means that you can 
work out someone’s name if there are only one or two names on the list that you can’t 
match with a person in the room 

3. Aim to remember all names within the first three weeks 

• Feel free to call out attendance in the first week or two, so that you call the name and the 
person responds. 

• If giving an individual compliment or feedback, and you don’t remember the person’s 
name, ask them, rather than just avoiding using their name 

• When someone comes into your class, get into the habit of using their name to say hello 
 

Be aware of their personal motivation 
People come to dance class for their own reasons, such as: 

• Time out for themselves 

• Exercise they enjoy 

• Connecting with others and making new friends 

• Enjoyment of movement 

• Desire to become a better dancer 
 
As a teacher, you may have your own objectives, such as ensuring you students: 

• develop good technique 

• develop expression, artistry, musicality 

• learn new and more advanced movements 
 
In addition, each person in class may be there for different reasons. 
 
It’s important to find a balance between your objectives, and the variety of objectives of the 
students.  Your objectives are important as well, as you are the one guiding the class, and you need 
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to set an agenda.  But be careful of pursuing our agenda without considering whether the students 
are enjoying the process, and getting what it is they want out of class. 
 
This may mean ensuring that you: 

• provide an opportunity for social interaction (such as giving them a five minute break in class for 
a drink, where they can also have a chat) 

• keep people moving so they feel like they’ve exercise 

• have patience when it comes to progression, so students don’t end up feeling out of their depth 

• have an awareness of the goals and motivation for each individual in the class 

• personal conversations 

• once a term or at least once a year, make time in a class for a short discussion where you all 
talk about why you come to class and/or what you would like to achieve, or ask them to fill in 
a short survey (or even just write their goals on a piece of paper) 

Listen 
It’s common for people to be so busy thinking about what they are going to say next that they don’t 
truly listen when someone else is speaking.  People we are talking to are more interested in 
themselves and their own problems than they are in us and our problems.  This doesn’t mean you 
can’t speak, or say anything about yourself.  After all, to feel connected with someone, both parties 
need to reveal something about themselves.  It just means be mindful that you are really listening 
when they speak. 
 
Tip: aim to do 75% listening and 25% talking.   
 
Think of what it feels like when you catch up with a friend and all they do is talk about themselves 
without even asking you what is going on in your life.  Or when they frequently steer the 
conversation back to themselves, or jump in and start talking over the top of you.  It doesn’t feel 
great. 
Practice this in your daily conversations.  Pay attention to what causes you to jump in with more 
talking.  Are you filling an awkward silence? Do you tend to get carried away when you tell stories or 
share ideas? 
 
As a dance teacher, this may relate to your one-on-one interactions with students, and also the class 
as a whole.  While a short anecdote to help students understand a point is useful, it is frustrating to 
have a dance teacher who stops to talk about personal stories for more than a minute that aren’t 
related to what is being taught.  People tend to want to move in class, not stand and listen. 

Talk in terms of other person’s interests 
People like to talk about themselves, and have others be interested in them. They also like talking 
about the things they enjoy. 
 
It is worth getting to know a bit about your clients.  What are their hobbies?  Do they have a partner 
or family, and what are their names? Do they work or study?  If so, what do they work or study?  Are 
they going, or have been, on a holiday?  Do they have pets, if so, what kind and what are their 
names? 
 
You don’t have to be nosy and ask people a barrage of questions. It’s about paying attention, and 
asking questions when appropriate. 
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For example, if a student tells you they’ll be away for a few weeks, you might ask them if they are 
going away.  If so, show interest in where they are going.  The same goes for if it’s something else, 
perhaps work, or an injury, or caring for a family member, or pet. 
 
It is helpful to keep a notebook of this information.  The more students you have, the less likely 
you’ll remember everything. But if you do remember where someone went on holiday, or the name 
of their partner, child or pet, they’ll feel special. 
 
You can even write in your calendar or diary when someone is due to return, and make a note to ask 
them about their holiday, or how their injury is, or whatever it is that meant they had to take time 
off. 
 
Even if you aren’t that structured, taking a moment to focus on what they’ve told you will help you 
remember, and create a strong foundation for a positive relationship. 

Giving feedback 
As a dance teacher, you will need to give feedback to help dancers progress, to be safe, and to build 
their skills and confidence.  In fact, many adult dancers take feedback to be a sign that the teacher 
takes them seriously.  No feedback may make them feel like you don’t take them seriously. 
 
That said, some people are more open to feedback than others, and it is important to be careful 
about how you provide feedback. 
 
To find out how someone feels about feedback, it’s as simple as asking them. 
 
Below are some tips on how to provide feedback in a positive way which avoids discouragement. 

Be careful with criticism 
People are driven by emotion, rather than logic.  When criticised, they tend to become defensive, 
and deaf to what you are saying.  This is in part due to a need to protect their pride and ego. 

Begin with praise and honest appreciation 
It’s much easier to listen to unpleasant things after we’ve been praised for our good points.  So the 
first step to helping dancers improve without discouraging them is to being with appreciating their 
strengths. 

Call attention to people’s mistakes indirectly 
If you have constructive feedback, it can help to start with something positive.  Often, we’ll say 
something positive, and then ‘but’ and go on to give the criticism.  The ‘but’ may make the praise 
seem insincere.  If you use’ ‘and’ instead of ‘but’, what you are saying can be more motivating. 
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Using ‘and’ instead of ‘but’ 

 

Using ‘But’ 

• <insert name>, you have done a great job of <insert compliment relating to how they danced> 
but <inset criticism> 

• Example: You have done a great job of stretching your feet during that exercise, but your arm 
was drooping and you were looking down. 

 

Using ‘And’ 

• <insert name>, you have done a great job of <insert compliment>, and <insert criticism> 

• Examples: You have done a great job of stretching your feet during that exercise, and now it’s 
time to also think about keeping your elbow and eyes lifted. 

 

Praise the slightest improvement and praise every 

improvement 
Praising someone’s strengths can be a powerful tool in helping them fulfil their potential.  By noting 
even small steps and minor improvements, we encouraging the other person to keep improving. 
 
Praise should also be specific.  This is not only more helpful, but it comes across as more sincere. A 
statement like ‘your posture has improved and or example, you might say something like ‘you  
 
Help them feel the small successes as they go to keep them motivated.  Dancers often may not 
notice their improvement.  Particularly since advancing means tackling increasingly difficult 
movements and combinations.  You as the teacher may notice how much they’ve improved, but 
they may not.  Improvements in subtle elements of dance like posture are the kinds of things a 
dance student may not notice.  So make sure you point these things out.  Or it may be something 
like their ability to pick up new movements or remember combinations from week to week. 
 
Sometimes dancers may feel discouraged about their progress, or speed of their progress, so it’s 
important to point out the progress you’ve noticed.  This may apply to an individual, or to an entire 
class. 

Use encouragement, make the fault seem easy to 

correct 
If we tell our students that they aren’t good at something, they have no talent, they have the wrong 
body, they are too old etc, we strip them of any motivation to improve.  Instead, we want to 
encourage them as they take steps toward improvement, which will inspire a higher level of 
motivation. 
 
I particularly love teaching students who aren’t naturally coordinated or gifted.  Those that struggle 
and take longer to pick things up than others.  I love seeing them take small steps, and I love 
pointing out to them how far they have come. This may mean something as simple as saying 
‘remember when you found it difficult to do <insert skill>, and now look at you.’  Of course, you 
wouldn’t say something like ‘remember how bad you were when you started ….’ 
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Be liberal with your encouragement, make the thing seem easy to do, let the other person know that 
you have faith in their ability to do it, that they have an undeveloped flair for it, and they will be 
more likely to practice and strive to improve. 
 
Encourage small victories.   
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Positive psychology 

Why positive psychology matters in 

dance teaching 
Learning to dance, whether at beginner or advanced levels, involves lots of mistakes and challenges.  
Many people may assume they are just not cut out for dance (beginners) or have reached the limit 
of their abilities (more advanced dancers) as they go through the phase of learning new things.  Or 
they may assume that they are too old, or they don’t have the right body.   
 
Difficulties are a given.  But every dancer has choices about how they interpret their abilities and 
potential at each step along the way.  As a dance teacher, you may have the opportunity to help 
your students develop a positive and optimistic outlook on their dancing.  You can help dancers 
develop a positive mindset and explanatory style around the learning process, which will help them 
stick with it and enjoy the eventual rewards. 
 
The habitual way someone attributes success and failure plays a role in whether or not they will stick 
with an activity (this is called ‘task persistence’).  If a dancer consistently attributes challenges and 
setbacks to their lack of ability in dancing, they are less likely to persist.  You, as their teacher, can 
encourage them to believe they are capable of improvement.  You can do this by being supportive, 
breaking down steps into manageable chunks, and myriad other ways to create small victories.  But 
you can have an even more powerful influence by helping your students develop realistic optimism 
in relation to their dancing. 

Learned optimism 
Learned Optimism is a concept developed by psychologist Martin Seligman, considered the founding 
father of positive psychology. 
 
“Life inflicts the same setbacks and tragedies on the optimist as on the pessimist, but the optimist 
weathers them better.” (Seligman, 2006, p312) 
 
The essence of Seligman’s thesis is that optimism: 
4. Helps one overcome challenges and setbacks, and 
5. Can be learned. 

Helping students learn optimism 
Your dance students may naturally be more optimistic or pessimistic about their abilities and 
progress.  Those who are more pessimistic may be discouraged enough that it stops them coming to 
class.  As a dance teacher, you may be able to play a role in helping those who are more naturally 
pessimistic to develop a more optimistic view around their dancing. 
 
You can do this in several ways, including: 

• Reminding both individuals, and the whole class, of the progress they have made 

• Using positive language to encourage the class, especially when they experience difficulties in 
class 
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• Paying attention to what the students say: 

• If they use pessimistic language about themselves, offering them a more optimistic 
alternative, and suggesting that if they wouldn’t say something to someone else, they 
shouldn’t say it to themselves 

• If they use optimistic language, reinforcing it 

• Encouraging students to see their dancing in more specific, unstable and changing terms by 
helping them reframe negative self talk 

 

Example of reframing negative self talk: 

 

Reframe statements like: 

• ‘I’m a terrible dancer’ 

• ‘I can’t get anything right’  

• ‘I won’t ever get any better’ 

 

Reframe to something like 

• ‘that particular move didn’t go the way I wanted it to’ 

• ‘I didn’t get this right, but I have gotten plenty of other things right’ 

• ‘this is challenging, but look at the other challenges I’ve already overcome 

 

You can say something like 

• ‘let’s try it differently next time’ 

• ‘you won’t know if you’re capable (or incapable) of improving until you try it for a reasonable 
amount of time’ 

• ‘it will come with practice’ 

• ‘yes you’re struggling with this, but you’ve struggled with things before and then mastered 
them’ 

 

Attributional style 
Seligman wrote that one factor in optimism/pessimism is attributional style, which refers to how we 
explain the things that happen in our lives.  In other words, the way we tend to attribute causes for 
the things that happen in our lives. 
 
A negative attributional style is associated with pessimism, whereas a positive attributional style is 
association with optimism. 
 
In the face of failure, a pessimist is more likely to attribute the failure to internal, fixed, and personal 
factors.  In other words, they struggle with something in dance, they believe it is because of their 
lack of ability, and that cannot ever be changed, no matter how hard they try.  A clue that someone 
thinks this way is if they say something like ‘I have two left feet’ or ‘I’m hopeless’. 
 
Whereas an optimist is more likely to attribute failure to external, localized, and transient 
circumstances.  In other words, if they struggle with something in dance class, they may believe it is 
because they are having a bad day or week, or that it is just that one thing they are struggling with, 
and that if they work on it they can improve it. 
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In the face of positive outcomes, a pessimist is more likely to attribute them to temporary and 
uncontrollable causes.  For example, if they nail a combination or a turn, they might say that they 
were just lucky.  Whereas the optimist will see them as due to global, stable factors inside 
themselves. 
 

 Optimistic explanatory style Pessimistic explanatory style 

Positive life event Permanent 

Pervasive 

Personal/internal 

Temporary 

Local 

General/External 

Negative life event Temporary 

Local 

General/External 

Permanent 

Pervasive 

Personal 

Cognitive distortions – the 3 Ps 
An individual’s attributional style is often a result of cognitive distortions.  In other words, cognitive 
distortions tend to underpin the way we understand and explain our experiences.   
 
Cognitive distortions are habitual ways of thinking that are often inaccurate.  The term ‘cognitive 
distortion’ is often used to refer to negative, unhelpful, and potentially pathological, ways of 
thinking.  But cognitive distortions can also be positive. 
 
He identified three key cognitive distortions that underpin optimism/pessimism: 

• Personalisation (internal vs external attributional style) 

• Pervasiveness (global or specific event) 

• Permanence (whether an event is fleeting or lasting and unchangeable) 
 

 Pessimist Optimist 

Personalisation Internalize failure 

Belief: it their fault, and therefore it 
will never change 

Externalize failure 

Belief: it is not their fault, and so next 
time the outcome may be better 

Pervasiveness Failure is global or pervasive. 

Belief: it will always be that way and 
they can’t do anything to change it.  

In addition, they are also likely to 
believe it will impact other areas of 
their lives.  They failed because they 
are hopeless, and they are hopeless at 
everything. 

 Hint: when people use words like 
‘never’ or ‘always’ in relation to 
setbacks, it indicates a pessimistic 
style 

 

See positive events as pervasive, 
rather than negative ones. 

Permanence Belief: The negative outcome is 
permanent and unchangeable. 

Belief: A negative outcome is 
temporary. 
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They are more likely to say to 
themselves ‘I’ll always be a terrible 
dancer’. 

They are more likely to say to 
themselves “it was just a bad day, but 
it will be better next week’. 

Challenging cognitive distortions 
Seligman refers to a technique developed by Albert Ellis, a psychologist and psychotherapist who 
developed a form of therapy called Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (a precursor to Cognitive 
Behavioural Therapy).  The technique is called the ABC Technique.  Seligman further developed the 
ABC Technique to add D and E. 

Outline of ABCDE Technique 

A Antecedents/adversity Something undesired has happened 

Identify the situation or event that triggered the pessimistic 
thinking 

B Beliefss/behavior Interpretation of the undesirable event 

Record how you interpret the adversity, making sure to 
separate beliefs from feelings. 

C Consequences How you behave in response to your interpretation or 
beliefs around the undesirable event 

Record what you did, how you acted, and your feelings 
about the adversity 

D Disputation Disrupt the thought pattern 

Make an effort to argue against your beliefs and interrupt 
the patterns of emotions around the adversity 

E Energisation Redirect your thoughts and energy away from the adversity 

 
You explanatory style is how you get from A to B.  Seligman argues that we can become more 
optimistic by learning to change our explanatory style. 
 
As a teacher, you have the opportunity to help your students attribute their challenges and setbacks 
in a more optimistic way.  You can do this by: 
 

• Paying attention to what students say, and how they behave when they are struggling.   

• If you hear a student saying something that suggests a negative attributional style, you can 
suggest an alternative explanation. 
 

• Making sure that what you say helps to shape a positive attributional style.   

• When a student is struggling with something, you can give them feedback and 
encouragement to help them understand that they can improve, that they have improved, or 
that they are having an off day. 

• A great example is turns, particularly pirouettes.  It is helpful to remind students that they will 
have good turning days, and bad turning days.  But as they improve, their good days will get 
even better, and their bad days won’t be as bad. 
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Realistic or practical optimism 
Optimism has a dark side.  It can mean someone underestimates risk or takes less action.  Optimists 
may pay less attention to detail, or make less effort.  They may overestimate their abilities. 
 
Holocaust survivor and psychiatrist Viktor Frankl wrote about the limits of optimism in his ground 
breaking work ‘Man’s Search for Meaning’.  Frankl was a prisoner at Auschwitz and three other 
concentration camps.  During this time, he noticed that it wasn’t the optimists who survived.  
Optimists tended to believe that it would all be over soon.  When it didn’t, many of them gave up 
and, in Frankl’s words, ‘turned their faces to the wall and died’.  Those who survived were those who 
accepted the terrible circumstances they were in, and decided to make the best of it. 
 
The opposite of realistic or practical optimism is toxic positivity.  This is the excessive and ineffective 
overgeneralization of happy and optimistic states across all situations.  Toxic positivity can result in 
denial, minimization, and invalidation of someone’s emotional experience.  Toxic positivity can be 
seen as disallowing the existence of certain feelings, leading to repression of emotions.   
 

Common expressions and experiences of toxic positivity 

 

• Hiding/Masking your true feelings 

• Trying to “just get on with it” by stuffing/dismissing an emotion(s) 

• Feeling guilty for feeling what you feel 

• Minimizing other people’s experiences with “feel good” quotes or statements 

• Trying to give someone perspective (e.g., “it could be worse”) instead of validating their 
emotional experience 

• Shaming or chastising others for expressing frustration or anything other than positivity 

• Brushing off things that are bothering you with an “It is what it is” 

 

 
So, back to realistic, or practical, optimism.  Realistic optimists recognise reality constraints and 
aspire to probable outcomes.  They realise that the path to success will be full of setbacks. As a 
result, they are not risk averse, and they see unpleasant events as learning opportunities. 
 
Realistic or practical optimism is an approach to learning and life that focusses on taking practical 
positive action to increase the probability of successful outcomes.  This means one needs to take 
action in support of positive beliefs around success.  It is not about just thinking happy thoughts and 
expecting good things to happen.  For example, rather than just saying ‘you’ll get better at it 
eventually’, you can give students specific advice about how to improve.  This may mean tips to 
action in the class room, or suggestions around practice or exercises to do at home.   
 
Let’s take the example of pirouettes.  Tips you can give in the classroom may include: 

• remembering to spot 

• how to use the arms effectively 

• which muscles to engage 

• how to have a dynamic preparation (just reaching the bottom of the plie and then quickly 
pushing up, rather than sitting in the plie) 

• how to maintain a vertical axis 

• how to visualise being lifted up through the top of the head, whilst pushing down in to the floor 



Dragonfly Dance approach  Positive Psychology 

Copyright 2025. Dragonfly Dance. All rights reserved. 20 

Strategies to cultivate realistic optimism in your 

student 
You can help your students become realistic optimists, at least in relation to dance, in several ways, 
such as : 

• Positivity reframing 

• Selective focus 

• Averting catastrophizing 

• Examining narratives 

Positivity reframing Challenge students to seek positive ways of evaluating an event. 

A student who is struggling to master a difficult step or combination 
may feel discouraged. 

As a teacher you can help them understand that with practice and 
patience, they will improve, or that while they struggle with this 
particular element of dance, there are other elements of dance where 
they excel. 

Selective focus In the face of a setback, encourage students to shift their focus to 
action-oriented solutions.   

For example, I say to my students that when they are performing, it is 
inevitable that something will go wrong.  Their focus should be on how 
to deal with that, instead of worrying that something will go wrong.  If 
they make a mistake, it is about how they cover the mistake (by acting 
as if it was the right thing to do), instead of making it obvious to the 
audience that they made a mistake by stopping or pulling a face. 

Avert catastrophizing When something goes wrong, for example, if a student falls out of a 
turn, or gets the stops wrong, or simply struggles to keep up, help them 
to find proactive, little steps to solve the problem, or to make note of 
the progress they HAVE made. 

Examine narratives A ‘narrative’ is the story that someone tells themselves about 
themselves or someone else. 

It is often be a subconscious story, and they may not be aware they are 
doing it. 

As a teacher, you have the opportunity to help your students examine 
common negative narratives with an optimistic explanatory style. 

If a student is struggling with something in dance, they may be saying to 
themselves “I’m a bad dancer’. 

You can help identify and challenge this narrative if you hear them 
saying things like ‘I’m hopeless’.   

 
It’s important to be aware of your own self talk (the things you say to yourself inside your head).  
When something goes wrong, what are you saying to yourself?  If you are saying things to yourself 
that indicate any of the 3 Ps, you can stop yourself and instead reframe it using a more positive 
attributional style. 
 
Other ways to cultivate optimism in your students: 
 

• Provide safe opportunities for ‘failing’. 



Dragonfly Dance approach  Positive Psychology 

Copyright 2025. Dragonfly Dance. All rights reserved. 21 

• Teach, model, and use the ABCDE Technique 

• Model the explanatory style of optimistic thinking.  For example, if you make a mistake, or you 
are trying a new way of teaching something and it doesn’t work, use statements that explain the 
adversity in an optimistic way.   
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Dance is for every body 
 

 

“People come in all different types of bodies, and refusing to represent a variety of body types 
leaves anyone who isn’t naturally very thin feeling like they don’t belong, they’re an outcast, and 
they need to change to be valued 

Colleen Werner, founder of the #bopoballerina 

 

 
One of our core values at Dragonfly Dance is ‘acceptance and celebration of all bodies’.  As such, 
issues such as body image, body positivity, and body neutrality are highly relevant to our teachers 
and our dancers. 
 
A key part of the Dragonfly Dance approach is to ensure that there is no discrimination or 
favouristism based on dancers’ bodies, including their body type, shape, and size.  The concept of 
dance being for all bodies is also an important element in creating a positive experience, 
incorporating positive psychology, and making a positive contribution to our dancers’ psychological 
and emotional wellbeing. 
 
Our goals as teachers at Dragonfly Dance are to: 

• promote a heathy body image 

• fight against body shaming 

• support dancers who do experience negative body issues images 

• promote acceptance of all bodies, as well as showing love to those bodies with the way we look 
after our bodies 

• stamp out body discrimination. 
 
As much as we would love everyone to love their bodies all the time, there are two potential risks in 
adopting that approach. 

• First, some people simply don’t love their bodies.  We do not want to add to any negative 
emotions they experience because of this by making them feel bad that they don’t love their 
bodies. 

• Secondly, some people may have unhealthy lifestyle habits that do need to be changed to 
improve health, wellbeing, and longevity. 

 
Our role is to ensure we do no harm, in that we: 

• do not contribute to anyone’s negative body image, for example through body comparison or 
body shaming 

• support and encourage our dancers in treating their body with love, for example, how they care 
for their body (it may mean how they fuel or rest their body, how they build strength or 
flexibility to keep their body safe while dancing, and how they treat injuries) 

 
It is not our role, or our place, to tell anyone they need to change their body, their attitude to their 
body, or their lifestyle. 
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• We can model heathy behaviours and attitudes around our own body, food, exercise, and self 
care 

• If someone says something or behaves in a way to put themselves or others down or espouse an 
unhealthy behavior, we can offer an alternative view point 

• If someone wishes to take steps to change their bodies for health reasons (and their concerns 
are valid, ie they are overweight and their health is at risk) we may encourage and support them.  

 
At the end of the day though, we are not focused on what someone’s body looks like.  We are 
focused on what their body is able to do.  This doesn’t mean prioritizing dancers with more 
advanced abilities.  It means meeting each dancer where they are, helping them to become the 
dancer they want to be, and providing plenty of support and encouragement. 

Key concepts 
Let’s unpack the concepts of body image, body positivity, and body neutrality. 

Body image 
Body image is both mental (the mental picture a person has of their body), and emotional (the way a 
person feels about their body when they look in a mirror). 
 
It is a reflection of their beliefs about their appearance and their feelings towards their body, 
including height, shape, and weight.   
 
It can also involves how someone feels in their body, including physical sensations and how their 
body moves.   
 
Body image begins to form at a young age and is often a reflection of messages they see, hear and 
read from others. 
 
Body image may range between positive and negative, and a person may feel differently about their 
body at different times. 

Four aspects of body image 

Aspect  Description 

Perceptual body image The way you see your body, which is not always an accurate 
representation of how you look 

Affective body image The way you feel about your body, which may range from happiness to 
disgust.  It can be summarised as the amount of dissatisfaction you feel 
about your shape, weight, and individual body parts 

Cognitive body image The way you think about your body, which can lead to a preoccupation 
with body shape and weight 

Behavioural body 
image 

Behaviours you engage in as a result of your boy image. For example, if 
a persona is dissatisfied with their body, they may isolate themselves, 
employ unhealthy behaviours as a means to change appearance 
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Negative body image can lead to body dissatisfaction or body dysmorphia, and can lead to 
disordered eating, eating disorders, a problematic relationship with food, and other mental health 
issues, such as depression and anxiety. 
 

Positive body 
image 

Body 
acceptance 

Person is able to accept, appreciate and respect their body. 

You may be dissatisfied with aspects of your body, yet still 
be able to accept it for its limitations 

Positive body image is a protective factor against eating 
disorders 

Associated with higher self esteem, self acceptance, and 
healthy outlook and behaviours. 

Negative body 
image 

Body 
dissatisfaction 

Occurs when a person has persistent negative thoughts and 
feelings about their body 

It is an internal emotional and cognitive process but is 
influenced by external factors, such as pressures to meet a 
certain appearance ideal. 

It can drive people to behave in unhealthy weight-control 
behaviours, such as disordered eating, and increases the risk 
of developing an eating disorder 

Body positivity 
The ‘body positivity’ movement strives to encourage everyone to have positive feelings about their 
bodies.  The movement encourages equality and acceptance of all body types, shapes, and sizes. 
 
The goals of the body positivity movement are to: 

• challenge how society, especially the media, represent the human body 

• shift unrealistic standards of beauty, especially feminine beauty, into a more realistic approach 
 
Embracing body positivity is associated with issues of self worth, acknowledging negative self talk 
and negative personal beliefs. 

Body acceptance 
Body acceptance differs from body positivity in that there is no expectation that someone be 
positive about their body all the time.  Instead, the focus in on working out how to accept your own 
body.  It is about treating our bodies with respect and care, and knowing that some days will be 
harder than others. 

Body neutrality 
Body neutrality is an alternative approach to body positivity. Instead of focusing on loving our body 
no matter what, body neutrality is a philosophy that focuses on what your body can do or you. 
 
Body neutrality is about: 

• creating our own personal harmony between the mind and body 

• viewing our bodies as teammates, so we are working with, rather than against, our bodies. 

• taking a neutral perspective towards your body, meaning that you do not have to cultivate a love 
for your body or feel that you have to love your body every day.  You may not always love your 
body but you may still live happily and appreciate everything your body can do. 
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The ‘body neutrality’ movement evolved around 2015, in reaction against the body positivity 
movement, because some people believed the latter exacerbated the link between physical 
appearance and self worth that can lead to problems such as disordered eating, eating disorders, 
and other mental health problems. 
 
At Dragonfly Dance, we lean more towards the philosophy of body neutrality, in recognition that 
body positivity could be a form of toxic positivity that can actually be detrimental to wellbeing, and 
in that some circumstances changes may be required to someone’s lifestyle to improve the health of 
their body. 
 
It’s important to note, however, that body shape or size, or even percentage of body fat is NOT 
necessarily an indication or good or poor health. 
 

Body positivity Body neutrality 

Promotes strong self esteem Emphasises what your body can do 

Encourages others to love their body Encourages mindfulness 

Encourages others to care for their body Focuses on the body as a vessel rather than 
what it looks like 

How dance can have a negative 

influence on body image 
Dance has a reputation for requiring a very narrow ideal body, which includes a specific height, low 
body fat, thin and straight shape, high arches, flat turnout, long neck, long arms and legs, and short 
torso.  Very few people meet this body ideal, even with considerable effort and dedication. 
 
Some of our students may have had negative experiences in the world of dance in relation to their 
bodies. It may have been something said to them as a child that discouraged them from continuing 
to dance, or something they heard over and over again as they continued to pursue and advance in 
dance especially if they have reached professional levels.  They may have been told that they are too 
big for ballet, too clumsy, have the wrong body, the wrong feet, insufficient turnout, bow legs, that 
they’re not strong enough, not flexible enough.  The list is endless. 
 
Studies have shown that the number one influence on negative body image amongst ballet students 
is their teacher.  A word of comment can easily take a student down the path of obsessive dieting 
and body hatred.  A single, off hand comment from a teacher or fellow student can be enough to 
discourage someone from ever entering the dance studio again.  Unfortunately, it takes a lot more 
positive comments to influence someone the other way. 

Tips to support body neutrality 

Role modelling 
You don’t have to be perfect when it comes to your relationship with your body, or with food.  
However, for your own wellbeing, it is worth cultivating a positive relationship with both. The added 
benefit is that you may be a positive role model for your students in these same areas. 
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Be mindful of the things you say and your behavior when it comes to your own body.  Avoid making 
disparaging comments about your own body, but it’s okay to admit that you struggle with how you 
feel about your body.  Similarly, avoid talking about ‘good’ or ‘bad’ foods, but it’s okay to admit that 
your relationship with food may need some work. 

Advice 
We are there to teach people to dance, and to offer them a wonderful experience that leaves them 
feeling good.  We are not there to educate people around weight management, diet or the 
psychology of eating.  This means that it is best to avoid offering unsolicited advice on these matters, 
and even to demur if you are asked for advice. 

Meet dancers where they are 
The general advice for dance teachers is to focus on function over form, which means focusing on 
what the body is able to do, rather than how it looks.  But perhaps a better approach is to meet the 
dancer where they are, as not all students will have the same abilities. 
 
When talking about what the body is able to do, the focus should be on exactly that – what it can do, 
rather than what it cannot do.  Many adult dancers lament the loss of skills and attributes they once 
had, such as high leg extensions, jumping, and turning.  While these abilities do tend to decline with 
age, there are others that improve with age, such as artistry and musicality. 
 
It’s okay to compliment a student on a natural ability or attribute (such as turnout, high arches, 
flexibiity).  It is important to balance that with comments about the effort or progress that a student 
has made.  This includes balancing the type of comments you make to an individual student, as well 
as balancing your comments to the whole class. 

Language and behaviour 
Be mindful of the language you use, and the behaviours you demonstrate that may send an 
unintended message. 
 
For example, avoid saying something like ‘suck in your tummy’ or ‘tuck in your butt’.  Instead, use 
phrases like ‘engage your core’, ‘pin your bellybutton to your spine’, or ‘bring your pelvis to neutral’. 
 
Ensure you don’t favour anyone just because they ‘look like a dancer’.  Any decisions you make 
about placement in performance dances, or who you offer feedback to, is based on their abilities.  
You’d be surprised how many teachers only offer corrections to dancers with the traditional ‘dancer 
body’, and sometimes only ever watch those people. 
 
Here are some other tips: 

• ensure that your language and behavior remind students of the value of having a healthy and 
functioning body.  

• avoid emphasis of certain body types 

• avoid references to ideal height or muscular structure of dancers 

• don’t compare students’ bodies 

• don’t show favouritism to any particular body type 

• do not talk about say anything negative about a student’s body, especially not to express 
concern that they need to lose weight. 
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Teach the value of imperfection 
Dancers are often perfectionists.  Dance is an artform that demands perfection.  However, perfection 
is an illusion. 
 
Not only can perfectionism lead to procrastination and never finishing things, it can also discourage 
creativity and creative risk taking.  It’s okay to make mistakes. Mistakes are how we learn. 
 
It’s not that we want our dancers to fall short, and to encourage them taking shortcuts.  It’s about 
letting them know that the effort they put in is what matters. 

It’s okay to compliment someone on how they look 
There are those who say you should never compliment someone on how they look because it 
suggests that their worth is associated with their looks.  However, the flip side of this is that if 
someone never hears any compliments about how they look, they may believe they do not look 
good.  After all, we live in a media saturated world, and our dancers will be getting messages about 
appearance from all angles. 
 
In giving compliments about appearance, it’s important to be mindful of what you say.   

• You might tell someone they look great because they look happy, or that they are looking 
healthy, or to acknowledge some effort they have gone to in relation to their appearance.   

• You may notice that a dancer has started to more automatically adopt a dancer’s posture and 
you can provide a positive comment about that. 

• You may notice that someone has changed their hair or make up, or has started dressing in a 
way that suggests they are becoming more confident about their body 

• You may know a dancer has been struggling with health issues and has been advised to lose 
weight, and so it’s okay to let them know you notice and appreciate their efforts in the pursuit of 
their own heath. 

Challenge body negativity with kindness 
Take notice of your students’ language about their bodies.  If you hear them criticizing their own (or 
anyone else’s body), intervene.  Kindly point out that they have put themselves down and suggest an 
alternative way to look at their body.  When / if someone speaks negatively about their body, 
including if they are complaining about how it has changed with age or other life events, encourage 
them to focus on what their body can still do, and even what it can now do that it couldn’t do 
before. 
You may like to suggest that if they wouldn’t say something to someone else, they shouldn’t say it to 
themselves. 

Dance clothing 
Traditionally in many dance styles, especially ballet, there is an expectation that dancers will wear 
revealing clothes (leotard and tights) so that the teacher is able to see their alignment, and how they 
are engaging their muscles.  While this is useful for teachers, many students may find it 
uncomfortable.  Never, ever, force your students to remove clothes if they are uncomfortable 
revealing their body.  Yes, it helps to be able to see the dancer’s body so you can make corrections, 
but this is not sufficient reason to put a student in a position where they are uncomfortable or 
embarrassed. 


